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Introduction and Concepts
Identity is a decision that is concluded ahead of a person’s time on earth and can be unmade in that same lifetime. Those who come before us have a certain degree of control over the identities we choose for ourselves as individuals and/or a people. The decisions parents make can either push a child’s sense of self and identity into the hoped for trajectory, or it can lead a child to make entirely different choices for their life. They share their influence over our lives and inform the decisions we make for ourselves to a degree; the rest is what we choose for ourselves. Why do we reject or accept certain values and teachings our parents pass onto us? What are the facets of our identity they wished to pass on, and why did some of us lean into these expectations harder than others? How do people come to feel connected to an identity that is defined as a religion, a people, a nation, and a wide span of divergent and united cultures? In turn, how does this identity undergo the process of redefinition as it makes its way through the generations? These are questions and issues of identity dealt with by many cultural and religious groups living in the United States, particularly for those that root their identity in a people, land, or culture that cannot necessarily be defined by stark borders.  
Judaism possesses a phrase for the inherited identity that is being a ‘Jew’. It is known and taught as l’dor va dor, from generation to generation. Yet how is this process accomplished? How is it deemed successful or unsuccessful? More than this, is l’dor va dor as potent today as it was thirty or even fifty years ago? What were the expectations, teachings, opportunities, family occasions, and religious rights that either made or broke the absorbance of Jewish community, religion, and culture? “Scholars, researchers, communal leaders, and philanthropists often treat identity as if it is a unified thing, which a person simply has…Having a “strong Jewish identity” comes to mean, roughly, being more normatively involved in Jewish life, or more interested in or committed to Jewish causes, communities, knowledge, etc.”[footnoteRef:1] What are aspects that contribute to this ‘success’, and in the reverse, aspects contribute to the ‘failure’ of transitioning identity? What connects an individual to their identity regardless of any heavy or singular affiliation with the religion of Judaism? How can we define a ‘failure’ of passing on culture? Is it indeed a failure or simply another variation or reflection of the next phase of ‘Jewish identity’ history?  [1:  Levisohn, Jon A., and Ari Y. Kelman, eds. “Introduction” Beyond Jewish Identity: Rethinking Concepts and Imagining Alternatives. Academic Studies Press, 2019: viii-ix.] 

Another aspect to consider is the influence of the individual on religion and cultural dynamics as it relates to the absorbance and eventual passage of Jewish identity from one generation to the next. For some of my narrators, their transition from Jewish child (pupil) to Jewish adult (autonomous actor) means they feel no longer bound to perform the Jewish identity that was expected and occasionally forced on them as children. As we grow up, we are charged with deciding what will be a priority in our world, and this includes how far we lean into our bequeathed Jewish identity, how we choose to relate to our inherited titles, or reject them completely. As individuals there are other factors that come to make up our sense of personal identity that supersede the need to fit into any sort of cultural or religious mold. My sister as you will read later is one such example. She finds nothing directly useful about her Jewish upbringing, in fact it was often a source of great anxiety and family contention for her and my mother.
Pew conducted a survey in 2019, questioning participants as to what they define as essential, important but not essential, and not important to their identity as Jews. An average of 56% of individuals associated their identity with intellectual curiosity and 51% related it to continuing family traditions. These categories were defined as essential.[footnoteRef:2] These are perhaps two of the main concepts that I was able to trace through the whole of my family interviews. While some have been the leaders of our continued religiosity as Jews, others have followed the prescribed expected course of action such as completing a bar or bat mitzvah, attending the family events, or educating others about our intellectual and artistic history.  [2:  Pew Research Center, May 11, 2021. “Jewish Americans in 2020”: pg. 20. ] 

However, what is interesting is the motivation behind these actions. The categories of intellectual curiosity and the upkeep of family traditions have as much to do with the personal as they do the collective. It must be important to us as individuals for its continuation. Just because we want our children to find meaning in what we have lived our lives by and attempted to pass on, doesn’t mean they as individuals will find anything for themselves in such an inheritance. In fact, it could be everything but uplifting, rather a burden, an expression and experience of these traditions is filled with resentment and anxiety. Others find something in it for themselves that speaks to who they are naturally. “The issue at hand is less whether the practice is definitively religious or cultural, but whether it is part of what connects a person to their Jewishness, and whether and how they articulate that connection.”[footnoteRef:3] People can have very positive experiences of their religious backgrounds as well as negative ones. The meaning of our experiences is guided by our initial feelings because of specific exposures that either uplift or offend our personal sensibilities and impressions.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Mehta, Samira K. “You Are Jewish If You Want to Be: The Limits of Identity in a World of Multiple Practices.” In Beyond Jewish Identity: Rethinking Concepts and Imagining Alternatives, edited by Jon A. Levisohn and Ari Y. Kelman. Academic Studies Press, 2019: pg. 20.]  [4:  Charles, Davis, Body as Spirit: The Nature of Religious Feeling (The Seabury Press, 1976), “Feeling as the Human Response to Reality,” pp. 6-7. 
] 




Religion and Community
Across the generations my family has upkept our distinguishability as Jews through both religious practice as well as community involvement and affiliation, but at varying degrees. My grandmother, Arlene Dolores “Judy” Feldstein (nee Hyman), will be the first to admit that she knows very little about Judaism in terms of religious expectation and law. All she knew is what religious and cultural behaviors were required of her as a child and young adult, mainly the expectation to marry Jewish and raise Jewish children. The cultural expectations linked to Judaism itself were the paramount factors of preservation in Waynesboro Virginia. She recounts that when it came to educating her own children, including my mother, on religious ritual and law, she relied on my grandfather to pass on that torch. In general, the affiliation my elders have to their identity is framed through a cultural and family lens rather than a religious one.
Religious knowledge and community involvement escalated in my mother’s generation. She and her cousin Adrienne are still only two representatives of well over a dozen cousins, but for all intents and purposes are two of the most active in religious and community life. While they were raised in differing geographic locations, my mother Marsha in Baltimore and Adrienne in Virginia, they were expected to hold their Judaism close to them in terms of community, religion, culture, and family. My mother used to sit on the Temple Beth El Board of Directors in Richmond and currently co-chairs the Havurah Project. Her first cousin Ellen Renee Addams is a past president of the Jewish Community Federation of Richmond. 
One of my family narrators adheres to a religious identity that is informed by a myriad of traditions and texts: “Jewish identity can often lie alongside strong commitments to Christian (or other) practice, and sometimes even Christian (or other) belief.” It demonstrates that Jewish identity can continue to exist even when it is not a primary identity. These findings posit the possibility that identity categories that assume Jewish exclusivity or primacy curtail our ability to recognize complex expressions of Jewishness, which are often articulated in concert with beliefs and practices associated with other religious and cultural traditions.” [footnoteRef:5] Cody’s parents converted to a new branch of spirituality called Eckankar at the age of 13. While he himself is a practitioner of Eckankar as well as a believer in various Christian doctrine, he perceives his Jewish identity as the root of most monotheistic religions thought and spirituality. He holds a strong prioritization of Jewish relationships both within our family dynamic as well as with his friends in Israel and claims his identity within his own system of belief in how to live a good life. Overall, he remained curious about what his birth identity could give to his life, while simultaneously informing his world view as a person through other expressions of faith. His Jewish identity is both exclusive and non-exclusive. His family and heritage affiliations take precedence as a Jew, but not his religious associations. [5:  Ibid. 18.] 


Assimilation, the South, and ‘Othering’
On the ground, community members would agree that l’dor va dor has not been thriving for the last few decades.[footnoteRef:6] In more simple terms, the numbers of practicing and identity affiliated Jews is dwindling. So why now? Why now in 2024 is the Jewish efficacy in the United States Jewish community so low? Some attribute this to intermarriage rates; others to overall acceptance (although not so true in today’s political climate), that Jews need not stay within their own communities for opportunities or socialization. There is a greater crossing of social boundaries, that is not provoked by the greater population’s acceptance of Jews but by a gradual and greater acculturation of Jews into American society. We have become more comfortable as well as assimilated into our world outside the community. In the days of my grandparents and great grandparents, most if not all their friends were Jews. They self-isolated themselves, but not their children. My grandmother and her siblings were allowed to date gentiles, make friends outside the community, eat unkosher foods, and attend church mass with their peers if asked.  [6:  Pew Research Center, May 11, 2021. “Jewish Americans in 2020”: pg. 9.
] 

In our family life today, our assimilation had increased in terms of our identity as southerners and Americans. “In modern, open, voluntary societies, Jews, like others, have become more secular, less attached to religious activities and institutions and to a religious way of life. Whatever religious orientations their grandparents and great-grandparents had, contemporary Jews have fewer of them.”[footnoteRef:7] While these findings do hold a high degree of merit, they do not necessarily describe the situation and particular context of my own family. The distinction to highlight here is while we have increased in our secularity, we have also upped the ante when it comes to religious involvement and ritual, particularly in our family life. My grandmother and mother did not have a bat mitzvah, but both my sister and I did. My cousin Benny received a yeshiva education, his grandfather Alvin did not. My great-grandmother served her children bacon at the behest of Dr. Silver (yes this was a Jewish doctor recommending the children eat pork for their development), while my mother never had any sort of pork product in the house during her childhood nor when she began to raise her own family. My Aunt Ruthie (my mother’s sister) and her husband, my Uncle Jason, converted to another religion, but their son still considers Judaism to be his primary source of belief and identity and has taken his birthright trip to Israel regardless of the disinterest of his parents. [7:  Goldscheider, Calvin. Studying the Jewish Future. Samuel and Althea Stroum Lectures in Jewish Studies. Seattle: University of Washington Press (2004): pg. 100.] 

It is true that some branches of our family have become more secularized. As we became more assimilated this warranted a greater freedom of religion for my family in the context of the South. When my great grandparents had the fear that their children would be seen as “other” in the small town of Waynesboro they allowed them to break more conventions of Jewish culture than one would assume. All except that they would of course marry Jews. 
How much does location play into this story of identity? My family does not come from a North American Jewish mecca such as New York City, where the identity can be seen and accessed from an overwhelming number of community and cultural options of exposure. We were not even lucky enough to pick a spot about two hours North of the Mason Dixon line. Harry and Estelle Hyman chose the small and sleepy southern hamlet of Waynesboro Virginia to lay down their family roots, thus condemning and blessing their descendants with a rarely known brand of southern Judaism. “How does one assess a small minority’s identity? How can the historian proceed without overly relying on personal memoirs and family histories that were typically composed by members of the successful elite?”[footnoteRef:8] While Harry and Estelle Hyman were respected members of the community of Waynesboro as business owners and good neighbors our family was by no means part of the successful elite particularly in comparison with other Jewish communities both in the South and the North. More than this, we would not have been considered elite by those in our own community. We are descendants of the pickle cart pullers of the shtetl, peasants among the peasants of the Pale of Russia. We didn’t and still don’t comport ourselves as the Germanic Ashkenazi scholars and patrons of the sciences and arts.  [8:  Hieke. Anton. Jewish Identity in the Reconstruction South: Ambivalence and Adaptation. New Perspectives on Modern Jewish History. Berlin: De Gruyter. 2013: 11.] 


Assessing the southern Jewish identity of one family is how we can begin to build an understanding of the specificity of Jews in certain regions of the United States. Specificity in this instance means a community assimilated to specific cultural regions of the United States. In this case Appalachia. My family knows from both bagels and lox as well as from cottage cheese and apple butter. We know more southern slang than we do Yiddish despite both my great grandparents being native Yiddish speakers. Jewish identity is both community and person specific; it rarely shows up the same way twice. Small deviations are necessary to the survival of the people, but how many deviations can we make before we just throw those hands in the air and say we are Jewish in lineage only and where do these deviations originate from within the context of our specific diaspora locale?  

Education
One of the main initiatives of Jewish education is to assist if not cement the absorption of Jewish identity and continuing the Jewish future. “To be sure, the idea that Jewish educators and the apparatus of Jewish education could make Jews and ultimately save them from intermarriage, assimilation, and declining birth rates, is comforting.”[footnoteRef:9] There has been an increased anxiety around the “survival” of the community against the nefarious odds of intermarriage, assimilation, and declining birth rates.[footnoteRef:10] One of the ways parents attempt to ensure the identity survival of their children is to opt for Jewish educational institutions. My family members received differing levels of Jewish education with some continuing learned involvement with Jewish studies well into their adulthood. Others felt very constrained by this requirement. Both my sister and I attended the Temple Beth El Brown Religious School from kindergarten all the way through ninth grade. Every Wednesday afternoon and Sunday morning we would attend classes for a few hours, and attendance was mandatory. This was something I tolerated as a child. My overall experience was positive even if I would rather be pursuing other activities on the weekend. My sister, on the other, hand was in hell, but not for the reasons Zelkowicz outlines. Jessica’s distaste for ‘Hebrew school’ was related to a completely different set of off-putting factors, none of which had to do with the Jewish content of our learning, but the building in which we studied. She found it to be more than unsuitable for learning on top of having to attend classes in which she did not find any personal meaning or use. [9:  Zelkowicz, Tali. “Jewish Educators Don’t Make Jews: A Sociological Reality Check About Jewish Identity Work.” In Beyond Jewish Identity: Rethinking Concepts and Imagining Alternatives, edited by Jon A. Levisohn and Ari Y. Kelman. Academic Studies Press, 2019. 151.]  [10:  Ibid.] 

Most of my mother’s generation received a similar sort of Jewish education. However, their parents raised them in their identity to be more community connected rather than religiously or ritualistically literate, at least for the girls. They attended Hebrew school and Jewish summer camps (which my great-grandmother paid for in full); boys had bar mitzvahs and most attended Jewish youth groups. Of my generation, only one of my male cousins was afforded the opportunity to attend yeshiva, a decision that was as much the rest of the family’s as it was his, with excessive input coming from multiple family members that Benjamin had the capacity to become our family rabbi—the one most knowledgeable and interested in Jewish thought, law, and history. The remainder of the cousins all had some Jewish educational instruction at some point in their lives except for my uncle’s two girls.   
The quality of Jewish education in the South is not what it is in the North. During the Waynesboro days, the closest synagogue and Hebrew school was in Staunton Virginia, about a half an hour away. In Richmond Virginia, we had a choice of only two conservative synagogues to attend, each with their own affiliated Hebrew school. Our house was two blocks away from Temple Beth El in the museum district of Richmond, and our family had been associated with that synagogue for three generations. Full time Jewish education was available to us, but only through one school, the Rudlin Torah Academy. Still to this day my mother will admit she regrets not enrolling us there; however, I don’t think it would have made the slightest difference in the outcome of our Judaism. One school might not be the right fit for every kid leading to an outright rejection of the one official place to spend time earning the history, culture, and religious knowledge of the people. Parents themselves might only be equipped with the basics leaving very little opportunity to pass on what they never had in terms of the knowledge and religious connection to their identity. 
 
Family
Retaining our family and community identity as Jews is of paramount importance to our older generations. Our grandparents and parents expect us to prioritize what they were taught to uphold, what their own forebears achieved in continuing our Jewish lineage and practices so that we could stand here today and not be afraid to grasp our future as Jewish Americans. The future of the community has been passed down through the generations as a concern for our nuclear Jewish families and the wider Jewish world. “General, underlying theories about futures, conceptions of futures, and orientations toward futures often teach us how the past and the present have been interpreted.”[footnoteRef:11] As my family contemplates its own existence and survival, we combine the past and present to inform us of where we are going, what we cannot allow for ourselves as Jews because of what has been sacrificed for us by those who came before. Their decisions in life, those choices led to our current predicament as Jews and as a family. Now we contemplate our own choices as well as the choices of other family members. We each decide for ourselves if we pay our history forward, or let it take a back seat as more of a fact than a value, much to the potential dismay of our parents and elders. “To the parent, ‘regardless of age children remain children’ and children are the greatest source of a parent's nachas (pleasure or gratification), thus, binding the fate of parents and children inextricably. Parents invested in "concerted cultivation’ of their children, expecting their own ambitions to be realized in their children's accomplishments (Silberman 1985, pp. 139-140) and investing their all to help their children achieve.”[footnoteRef:12] [11:  Goldscheider, Calvin. Studying the Jewish Future. Samuel and Althea Stroum Lectures in Jewish Studies. Seattle: University of Washington Press (2004): 3. ]  [12:  Hartman, Harriet. “The Jewish Family.” The American Jewish Year Book 116 (2016): 80.] 

For some, their Jewish identity it is a value that they pay forward. For others, it is simply a fact of predicament. Yet one generation ago, there was never the option of considering the family identity as a mere fact. You were going to live a Jewish life, no two ways about it. Today we are seeing both a softening and cementing of certain expectations. This has resulted in absolute adherence, reinterpretation, or outright rejection of that future. “The quality of Jewish life has become the key to the future of Jewish communities. Therefore, I explore Jewish values and hence the quality of Jewish life in the contexts of Jewish communities.”[footnoteRef:13] Where does this quality exist? What defines a high quality of Jewish life? How does one define those values? For most of my family the quality of their Jewish life exists and is carried on through the quality of the family while others keep this quality through religion and community. It is a varied spectrum, but regardless of this fact, the key to a Jewish future for our family relies not only acknowledging the life we have now, but what we had in the past. It is a sin to forget. [13:  Goldscheider, Calvin. Studying the Jewish Future. Samuel and Althea Stroum Lectures in Jewish Studies. Seattle: University of Washington Press (2004): 5. ] 

It is also a question of what each branch of our extended family prioritizes within their own world dynamic. Our extended family is massive, comprised of over twelve nuclear families. This changes the variations of our diaspora exposure such as location as well as the size of the Jewish community where we were raised. It also brings in the personas, quirks, and history of dozens of people. We have a large cast of characters that affect our lives, both positively and negatively. Our grandmother was one of four girls, each one married bringing in four sons-in-law. They each gave birth to a minimum of three children, most of whom married Jews and had anywhere between one to four children. That generation is now starting to marry (more of them have married non-Jews than the previous generation) beginning their own cycle of procreation which has already yielded seven great grandchildren. Every clan leans into the demographics that aids in “making” a Jew with differing frequencies: Jewish education, family relationships, rites of passage (bar/bat mitzvahs, bris, baby namings), rituals (prayers and holidays), cultural knowledge (movies, TV shows, Lenny Bruce). Most of the time, this gives the desired response, the coming generation’s prioritization of a Jewish life and the community (community implies local for some and worldwide for others). Occasionally, it backfires. There is just nothing there of personal interest. Other times, a slight amount of exposure is enough to ignite at the very least a curiosity. Only “Jews make themselves Jews.”[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Zelkowicz, Tali. “Jewish Educators Don’t Make Jews: A Sociological Reality Check About Jewish Identity Work.” In Beyond Jewish Identity: Rethinking Concepts and Imagining Alternatives, edited by Jon A. Levisohn and Ari Y. Kelman, 144–66. Academic Studies Press, 2019: pg. 145/146.] 

However in the past, certain areas of cultural expectation were not going to budge. For my grandmother’s generation, this meant marrying within the community and raising Jewish children. Taking a gentile partner as a spouse was not an option and would have warranted my great-grandparents sitting shiva for their children. For all Harry Hyman and Estelle (nee Drutz) had given for their children to grow up on relative safety and harmony as Jews, they were not about to let all restrictions and teachings surrounding the passage of Jewish identity fly out the diaspora window. Today, for some in our family marrying someone Jewish is still considered to be a cardinal expectation of l’dor va dor. For others it is more of a hope that their children will take a Jewish spouse, but there is no harsh reprimand of being excommunicated from the family as was the case with my great aunt when she was sixteen. However, the expectation to raise Jewish children has not been lifted, not completely. 
Do Jewish families make Jews? Is the inherent exposure enough to solidify Jewish identity from one generation to the next? All these questions yield varying responses because it matters who is in the family, whether each of us prioritizes maintaining good relations. Religion, as well as family, is “a network of relationships between heaven and earth involving humans of all ages and many sacred figures together. These relationships have all the complexities – all the hopes, evasions, love, fear, denial, projections, misunderstandings, and so on – of relationships between humans.”[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Orsi, R. Between Heaven and Earth: The Religious Worlds People Make and the Scholars Who Study Them. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press. (2006): pg. 3.] 

However, this statement implies that Jews cannot shake their identity, regardless of if it holds value for them or not. One of the reasons is family connections, concern, and loyalty. When my sister Jessica would openly reject my mother’s attempts to make her a Jew, she would coldly and rather harshly tell Jessi, “It doesn’t matter if you think you are or not, you would’ve been lined up in Germany with the rest of us.” I don’t believe she said this to evoke a subtext of “you are not special” but rather “the world will not forget what we are, so you cannot forget it either.” My sister’s attitude towards her Jewish membership changed drastically after she had a daughter and October 7th came to pass. She kept my niece out of her Jewish pre-school for two weeks. It was one of the first times she felt like a Jew, her identity being forced on her in a dangerous context. 















Methodology
A few years back, I discovered our Family Odyssey, a report written by my distant cousin Joseph Hyman. The report tells the immigration story of my great-grandfather Harry Pogrund, his older brother Morris, and his mother Reva. The odyssey was based on oral history interviews Joseph had conducted with Harry and Morris towards the end of their lives. This odyssey, in addition to some other accompanying family documents (my great-grandfathers original passport and entry documents into China), is the last narrative we have of our ancestry as Russian Jews. After coming across this odyssey in our library, I wanted to continue the narrative, adding the legacies and stories of Harry’s children, my grandmother Judy, her sisters Weene and Joanie, as well as her brother Fella. Eventually the project made its way to Columbia University and became a mission to understand both where we had come from and why we are who we are as a family. 
Carefully reconstructed and analyzed oral histories is indeed one method to forming insights concerning the question of our Jewish past as it informs and shapes our present.[footnoteRef:16] However, when relying on the narratives of strangers, the depth of introspection can be limited. Analyzing these questions through the lens of my own relatives brings forth another layer of analysis as well as bias. I have my own interpretations of the lives of my family members that will no doubt intermingle with their own interpretations and memories of their own enculturation as Jews, whether this is from their relatives or from a personal endeavor. I have observed their behaviors over the years recognizing that their choice to recognize their identity and live a Jewish life has as much to do with who they are as people as it does what they were expected and somewhat trained to pass on or live by in terms of values and life choices.  [16:  Goldscheider, Calvin. Studying the Jewish Future. Samuel and Althea Stroum Lectures in Jewish Studies. Seattle: University of Washington Press (2004): 82. 
] 

Time is a major element of my thesis. How years of exposure to the Jewish diaspora in the southern United States has shifted my family generations, our sense of individual and collective identity and the roles we take on in our families as we come of age. Who takes charge when it comes to organizing family events? Who received a Jewish education and why? Our grandparents expected our parents to marry Jews, do we still carry this expectation in our family? There are proclivities and obligations to culture that our elders harbored that may or may not find footing in our most recent generations. “Oral history may be an underutilized strategy for understanding how conceptions of the future shape actions in the present and underpin decision making.”[footnoteRef:17]  [17:  Ibid, 84.] 

As a practice, oral history acknowledges that where the interviewer or researcher sits within the dynamic of any project cannot be overlooked. Introspection is a requirement of any oral history methodology. When dealing and performing oral histories with family, the level of inner ‘depth seeking’ is on a whole different level. I cannot place myself out of the work. As a researcher, I need to be honest as to why I am interested in pursuing the question of identity dynamics within my own family in the first place. Why am I asking these questions and why did I choose certain narrators? My relationships with people, reactions to their behavior, which I will utilize to better understand patterns of human nature as it concerns the transference of Jewish identity. As I have grown, I have been afforded more information into my family history, what we just know as our lore as well as good old-fashioned gossip. New perspectives have come into play from my end that influences how I now interact with each family member, and vice versa how they interact with me. This dynamic as well as others mentioned in the interviews, parent and child, sibling and sibling, aunt and niece, all need to be examined from a more sociological as well as psychological perspective. My interpretations are to be understood as such, as the line of sight from one individual cog in a larger machine.
Oral history acknowledges that perspective differentiates the course of events that are shared between two individuals, one event or action with multiple truths of how and why a shared event can differ vastly in its effect on different people. While my family is very close to one another, and we all on some degree consider ourselves to be “part of the tribe”, each one of us expresses our Jewish identity differently. Some of us leaned into our identity harder than others despite being raised by and exposed to the same individuals. What differs is the level of expectation our elders placed upon us to live our Jewish lives in a certain way, mixed with the choices we made for ourselves as singular personas. While we can all remember fondly the elements of our Jewish upbringing that we shared, our perspectives of this upbringing both within the nuclear and larger clan reveal the slippery dynamic of “our nature” vs. “how we were nurtured.”
Descendants can also live through the consequences of another’s life, affected by events that preceded their existence but nonetheless have a substantial effect on who they are, how they are treated, and who they will become in the future. Oral history involves the sharing of stories in which meaning is not always explicitly expressed but rather implied. When narrators for this thesis shared stories of their past as Jewish individuals as well as within our larger family, it spoke to what they prioritized in their own memories as well as the lessons taught from those memories. In my thesis, I also hope to capture this sometimes-evasive dynamic of understanding who my family is now based on where we have been across three generations, what we choose to remember and perhaps pass on. What experiences our elders had living as Jews in a vastly gentile and southern American world that influenced how they raised their children, and their children raised their children, and so on. 
The varying levels of everyone’s sense of identity as a Jew can be rooted in both religiosity, culture, but also personal preference. I wanted to choose narrators to be featured for the last three chapters that reflect the divergent levels of observation, exposure, and adherence to the values and rituals we were taught as children to absorb into our own worlds and perhaps someday embed in our future generations. This analysis is approached by understanding how these selected family members have embodied and upheld, or not, the concepts presented in the introduction of this thesis: assimilation, education, family, and religion/community. Each of these factors were mentioned with frequency throughout each interview but all filtered through the prism of individual preference and exposure of each narrator. No one factor was considered in precisely the same way as far as its relevance or importance in the lives and sense of Jewish identity for each family member interviewed. 
While leading a Jewish life was a given for one of my narrators, for the other two it was semi-optional if not entirely voluntary. Through these interviews I noticed how certain parental and personal decisions affected the outcome of the younger generations, their experience of and the meaning they attach to their identity as Jews. More than anything I began to observe that their relationship to Judaism sometimes relied on the person who instructed them in their identity (or forced it upon them) while others left to their own devices made the choice to find meaning in their inherited title, regardless of them being entirely self-led in this endeavor. Why did some find personal meaning in what we were taught to achieve for ourselves as Jews while others did not?
The remainder of this work is built from interviews with my grandmother and her siblings as well as with my mother and one of her first cousins (the mother of one of my featured narrators). These conversations filled in the picture of attempting to create the world of our family life for the reader. However, in future renditions these narrators will also receive their own chapters to build a full understanding of how we each come our sense of identity. 


























Chapter 1:
Shenandoah Litvaks












Born and raised in Baltimore, Estelle Hyman (nee Drutz) my great grandmother, who we all called ‘Mama’, was a first-generation Litvak. The Drutzs were cab drivers, Chesterfield chain smokers, and Baltimore bouffant sporters. Estelle’s mother, Bubbe Drutz, ran numbers out the back of their confectionary store, located in the basement of their Baltimore home. One of Estelle’s sisters, Aunt Roz, became pregnant before the age of sixteen, a fact of her family lineage that Estelle rarely acknowledged. Mama was vastly different from her siblings, exhibiting a propriety that came to define her to coming generations. Estelle wanted to be a nurse all her life, but her father found this beneath his daughter. Good Jewish girls didn’t empty other people’s bed pans.
Estelle’s mother kept a kosher home and retained many of the old-world Jewish traditions that are rarely seen today in the common Jewish household. My grandmother recalls when Bubbe Drutz would visit them as children, “she had a set of glass dishes, glass plates, glass drinking glasses, glass cup. Everything was glass.” Glass is a kosher material. Since it is non-porous it can be used for cooking both meat and milk and does not need to be koshered in between meals. “I can remember Bubbe doing Gefilte fish in the basement in two wash tubs,” my grandmother recalled, “there goes the head, she would clean them all, she would scale them, and then mother would make the gefilte fish, she would boil it and make it for the holiday. In fact, a couple of times she made it and put it in a pot and I had to go check it and here's the fish head stuffed.” 
Estelle was always coiffed, a white glove wearing lady who was never photographed or seen wearing a pair of pants. Her daughters were also required to wear skirts exclusively when they attended school. Her acrylic nails were consistently painted a shade of cherry red, she never left her home in Waynesboro without a proper girdle and a string of pearls. My grandmother never remembers Estelle hugging or kissing any of her girls. The only people she showed regular affection towards was her husband and son. She commanded her household with an absolute air of respect and rigidity, growing more fearsome in her old age, earning the nickname “the Warden” from her grandchildren. My mother recalls when Estelle would braid her hair as a child, her little hands gripping the edge of the kitchen sink lest she be ripped off her feet from the sheer force of Mama’s pulls and tugs on each strand of braid. 
Harry Hyman, my great grandfather was born in Birze, Lithuania to Joseph and Riva Pogrund, the youngest of seven children: Ben, Aaron, Charlie, Morris, Esther, Edith, and Harry. Shtelt life for the Pogrunds was one of consistent poverty and strife. While Joseph held the respected position of a shohet (a ritual butcher of kosher meat), he neglected his role as a provider, preferring to spend long hours studying Talmud and Torah. It often fell to his wife Riva to see that their children were fed, and the household had a regular income. Despite the lack of food, Reva maintained a kosher household, saving the best meats for Shabbat dinners and for holy days. She would perform the duties of her husband, often butchering geese and maintaining gardening plots in the back of their home and selling the produce to neighbors and others in town. Religious life was strong during this time, a side effect of Jewish isolation. “The center of family life was the synagogue where the men and boys would go to meet their friends and study religion. The government permitted them to own simple religious books containing only the essential rituals. Jewish boys attended school six days a week, except for the Sabbath holiday. Any books other than religious ones found in a person’s possession would place him in danger of being arrested as a revolutionist.”[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Hyman, Joseph. My Family Odyssey. September 2000, pg. 3.] 

In 1914, the German army advanced into Russia, leading the Czar to order all Jews moved from the frontier, fearing they might pass information to German forces.[footnoteRef:19] The family was given 24 hours to pack their belongings and leave their home. From this point forward, Harry spent the better part of six years making the long journey from Russia through Harbin, China to San Francisco with his older brother Morris and mother Reva. Reva’s husband and other children had left Lithuania for the United States many years prior. By that point, the family name had been changed from Pogrund to Hyman. “United States government policy at that time stated that new immigrants must have a certain amount of money or else must have relatives to assume responsibility for them. Ben knew he had a cousin named David Heyman in Baltimore…However, ill feeling developed between Dave Heyman and his greenhorn immigrant cousins who had taken his name as he objected to their doing so. Therefore, the Pogrunds changed their names from Pogrund to Heyman to Hyman, and when Reva and Morris and Harry came to America, they became Hymans.”[footnoteRef:20]  [19:  Ibid, pg. 5.]  [20:  Ibid, 10. ] 

In 1930, Harry was sent by his mother to Waynesboro to work with two of his brothers Morris and Charlie at their newly established retail clothing store. Charlie eventually left Waynesboro to run the brothers’ second retail enterprise in Charlottesville, and Harry and Morris closed their initial small store the side street for a much larger property on Main Street, eventually becoming Hyman’s Department Store. 
Harry met Estelle in Baltimore and courted her long distance from Waynesboro. Estelle maintained a strict and proper courtship, never allowing Harry to touch her until there was an official proposal. After their engagement, the pair moved to a small apartment in Waynesboro. Life in the small town was pleasant enough for the family. They were welcomed as respected members of the business community among a few other Jewish families in the town. It was occasionally hard not to question how far this acceptance went, whether they were liked by the community or simply tolerated. One incident left an indelible mark on the brothers when they were invited to attend Sunday services at one of the local churches. “Seated together in the front row pew, the chagrined Jews were cited by the preacher as examples of wayward non-believers. Later many of the churchgoers came by to see their first Jews in person, some checking to see whether or not the Jews had horns.”[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Ibid.] 

Harry was a natural born salesman. He would leave the house every morning dressed to the nines and several times he came home for lunch without the jacket he was wearing that morning. If someone in the store saw the jacket and liked it, he would sell it. Harry also allowed his patrons to pay for their wares by other means if they did not have the money. The family dog Butch came into the home after a customer admitted he could not pay Harry, who saw the customer had a small puppy in his pocket. He agreed to take the puppy as payment.
Harry was the softer parent. The most physically and verbally affectionate, always hugging his children and kissing his wife. To his children he was “Daddy”, Estelle was always addressed as “Mother”. Harry and Estelle kept forms of Judaism present in the lives of their children: Shabbat dinners, Passover seder, Yiddish nursery rhymes, Hebrew School education etc. They spoke Yiddish while at home with each other, but never to their children. 
But my great-grandparents did not isolate the family from the southern world of Waynesborough. On occasion, the culture of the south made its way into the home, e.g., eating bacon (a recommendation made by a Jewish doctor for the health benefits of the children) and celebrating both Hannukah and Christmas. And outside the walls of the family home, they allowed their children to interact and heavily assimilate with the gentile world. The children never faced any sort of outright exclusion in Waynesboro for being Jewish. Only Joan, Harry and Estelle’s eldest, recalled a moment of antisemitism when she accompanied her friend to Church one Sunday, not unlike the initial experience Harry had with the church in the south: 
Waynesboro is very accepting of us…I went to church with my friend when I was about 11, or 12. I used to go with her all the time. And this one Pastor chose to speak on the Jews killing Jesus. And I was a little girl sitting there. And my friend was hitting me with her elbow, because she knew I might speak up. And I'm right in church, and there lots of people. And she's letting me know not to do that. So I didn't. Then… I listened to his sermon. And as we were leaving the church, I shook his hand, and I said, ‘I don't understand your sermon, Pastor.’ And I said, ‘What didn't you understand about it Miss Hyman?’ And I said, ‘What I didn't understand is that you said the Jews killed Jesus and I'm Jewish, and I had nothing to do with that. I said it in a stage voice. I mean, the people behind me and the people in front of me could hear that…When I got home, my mother was on the telephone. And ‘yes, Pastor, yeah, I'll be glad to tell her. It'll be fine,’ is what I heard. And I thought, you know, I've done something wrong. But I didn't think I had, really…And she said, 'Well, actually, I'm very proud of you.' And I said, 'you are?' I thought I was gonna get punished for something. And she said, 'You spoke out to something that wasn't fair. And I'm very proud of you, that you had the nerve to do that.’ I said, ‘Well, I didn't, it didn't take any nerve. I just thought it wasn’t nice. And, and it really wasn't fair. Because I had nothing to do with it. And I am Jewish. And I was very proud of being Jewish, I liked being different. I liked being who I was. And I liked who my family was. So that gave me great confidence. And the fact that my family allowed me to be among other people, and trusted that I would make my judgments.

Harry and Estelle encouraged their children to make gentile friends, and while they were in good standing within Waynesboro, their own social worlds rarely included heavy gentile interaction. Most of the time Harry and Estelle kept to themselves, only socializing with the other Jewish families in Waynesboro, most of whom were their kin. There were very few hard and fast rules that the Hymans enforced in their children’s lives as to how they would comport themselves as Jews outside the home. However, there were different sets of rules according to the gender of each child. Ronald “Fella”, my great uncle, the youngest of the four siblings as well as the only boy, was held to much higher standard than his sisters when it came to representing the family. Estelle and Harry were prominent business owning members of the community and therefore had to ensure their children kept an image maintained by the best behavior. For Fella, this principle was also framed as a matter of keeping the name “Jew” in good standing:
She (Estelle) was a white glove girl. She was a she prim and proper lady... And she had a standing in the community. To her that was very important. I don't know, some people may have thought that she was a highbrow, but she was anything but a highbrow. She just—she had to represent herself as a lady. Her husband had a business in town. And she used to preach to me all the time when I went out cause I'd date the non-Jewish girls—that there were no Jewish girls in Waynesboro—well, other than my sisters, or my cousin Rita, you know? And to her, her big thing was keep your nose clean, behave yourself. And Pearl used to think that I was a real playboy, she used to say 'wine women and song will be the death of you yet.' That was her preached to me. Wine, women and song. And my parents always told us, just remember you go and have a good time. But don't ever, ever, ever lose your composure with partying, getting drunk and acting like a damn fool. The idea of behaving yourself and keep a proper face at all times. Because once you become a fall down drunk, you're that damn drunken Jew. And that was preached to me. I don't know if it was preached to my sisters, but it was preached to me. 
 
Fella was also the only child to receive a Bar/Bat Mitzvah. Traditionally this was not a requirement for girls. Fella recalls standing behind the TV as his mock bimah (stage of a synagogue), his parsha (Torah portion) laid out before him. Harry sitting in front giving his son notes and encouragement. While all the children attended a Hebrew School in Stanton Virginia, most if not all of them recounted later in life how they did not retain very much from their Jewish education. It was not always a consistent entity in their lives and was not reinforced through an absolute exposure to Jewish culture in everyday life, in contrast to more northern Jewish communities. For instance, the closest piece of kosher meat in Waynesboro was in Baltimore over two and a half hours way by car. 
The only hard line of cultural expectation that was drawn for ALL the Hyman kids and their non-Jewish environment was dating and marriage. On this Harry and Estelle had a definite viewpoint. It was fine to date the gentile boys, but don’t even think about bringing one home to meet the family. There was only one child who ever attempted to push back against this set standard of betrothal, my Aunt Weene. As a young woman, she did not understand the non-negotiable requirement that she would marry a Jewish man and have Jewish children. Years later my great aunt remembers her experience with a different viewpoint:
We were allowed to date the gentile boys but NEVER think about marrying one. My father swore he would not go to my high school graduation because my boyfriend was not Jewish, and my father did not approve of me being serious with him. He said, ‘you either break up or I don't go to your graduation.’ And he didn’t. My father was that adamant that we did not get involved outside of Judaism. Don't forget, he lived in Russia, and he was older. It was so important for him for us to be Jewish. He had a fight to be Jewish, it was important that we were. But unlike your grandmother and Aunt Joanie, who listened to everything they were told, I did not. I said, ‘you taught me to think and to be independent, but you brought me to this city where there are no Jews, what do you want for my life?’ I said, ‘if you didn't want it, you shouldn't have put me in this situation.’ So, my father did not come to my high school graduation. But I adored my father. Today, I understand where he came from, and how important it is.

Aunt Weene had always been the rule breaker of the family, pushing back against the wishes and beliefs of her parents in a manner that was inaccessible for the remainder of her siblings. She was the youngest daughter, “Weene baby”, and received different even preferential treatment, able to get away with behaviors that her siblings were not. After completing her college degree, she got a job at Bloomingdales in New York. She planned on living and working in the city, a single woman, despite the fervent protests of her mother. Proper women did not take jobs so far away from home, and especially when there was no man or ring in sight. True to form, Weene paid no never mind and eventually negotiated her way to New York, promising her mother she would live in an all women’s hotel and exclusively date Jewish men.
All of Harry and Estelle’s children married Jewish spouses, each having a Jewish family of their own, sending their children to Jewish day camps and community programs, instilling in them the story of their lineage as well as ensuring they had close relationships with their grandparents and all the remaining family that came before. When I asked my grandmother what it means to her to be Jewish she said; “What does it mean to be Jewish? I took it for granted because that’s what I was always taught I was, I was Jewish, and I have never been shy about it… I also know my mother and father would love the Jewish background, and to keep it… I know I am expected to be Jewish, and it has always been there for me, and the family is the family. No matter what you can go to the family and the family will watch out, and that is the way it has always been.” 
Jewish identity for my grandmother and her siblings was framed as a non-negotiable entity in their lives, an expectation that became cemented in their psyches early on and lived throughout their entire adult lives. The expectation to lead a Jewish life was rarely questioned by my grandmother and her siblings. Harry and Estelle encouraged their children to assimilate into American culture yet consistently maintained that the important pillars of Jewish family life and tradition were non-negotiable inheritances that each one was tasked with propagating. 
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Dakota ‘Cody’ Wolf Levinson is a member of the Tribe of Levi through his father’s side, a heralded heritage amongst Jews. The Levites were the caretakers of the Temple in Jerusalem and the carriers of the Ten Commandments. Cody is arguably the most semitic looking of all the cousins, possessing a dark and curly Jew-fro, feathering smoky eyelashes, and bushman eyebrows accentuating his brown-black eyes. When Cody took his Birthright trip to Israel, locals approached him in Hebrew before English. Jews believe that when we accepted the Torah at Sinai, all the souls that were ever born or will be born into this world as Jews were present. One look at Cody and there is very little doubt that he was in attendance.
Cody is my first cousin, the only son of my Tanta Ru (Tanta is the Yiddish word for aunt, typically bestowed on the elder sister or only sister) and Uncle Jason. He is the eldest of the grandchildren from my grandmother’s family line. Growing up, Cody was always closer to my sister in age and camaraderie. Most of the interactions the younger cousins had with Cody was wrestling. When we all gathered at our aunt’s house Cody would have five or six children constantly climbing on him. He never denied us this fun, even when we would throw ourselves on his ankles or double team him in a choke hold. The Levinson’s were the outdoorsman of the family. The only people we ever knew to possess their own wetsuits and kayaks. One piece of family lore is that Uncle Jason wrestled a black bear on the boardwalk in Ocean City when he was a younger man. Jason and Cody would take us diving in the waves at Virginia Beach, on kayaking adventures, and once a year we would all drive up to their cabin in Appalachia for the weekend. 
For most of Cody’s childhood, my aunt and uncle were practicing Jews, mostly in the sense of ritual fulfillment through family interaction. Most of my family members tie in their identity as Jews to the size of our family and the strong relationships between multiple branches. It is quite the support network, and every one of us holds the realization within that we would not be as Jewish or as supported as individuals if it weren’t for the size of the family. The larger the village, the more reflections of Jewish identity, both intense and less involved, that guarantees a certain level of exposure to Jewish life and culture. The support of Jason’s mother, Dorothy, contributed a great deal to Cody and Jordan’s early acculturation as Jews:
My grandma, my father's mother was a big partitioner, partitioner? Practicer? Source for--She really liked to do all the readings, right? So, we would go to her house, and we'd come to you guys for pretty much all the holidays, we'd be at one place or the other. So, we do like the you know, we do all the rituals, we do all the songs. They would read through the whole thing before we got to eat anything for three hours on most of the holidays, you know? Yeah. So, I guess, and we went to Sunday school until I was like 13.

Cody is familiar with the basic ritual procedures accompanying most of the Jewish holidays because of his paternal grandmother as well as the remainder of the clan. The Levinsons would come in for most of the big-name holidays and events: Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, Bar and Bat Mitzvahs, etc. It was often the only time we would get to see our first cousins. The holidays and events kept us together as a clan, forced us to prioritize family, and the expectations therein. Cody somewhat attributes our priority of family connection to the fact that we are Jewish. Probably our tendency to actively strive to develop and maintain good family relations relates to the initial small size and general seclusion we experienced living in southern states or any state close to the Mason-Dixon line. Compared to Jewish communities in New York, which have a multitude of opportunities for regular community connection, southern Jews received this daily dose from our own clans—closer by necessity of support. If we were not bound by something larger than our blood, we would not feel the need to seek comfort and solace with those we know for a fact will never turn their backs on us.
More than this, our family is a hub of information spanning across decades of lived experience within varying contexts. Every family member has some portion of individualized knowledge and perspective leading to vastly diverse family tree of thought and practice. We don’t always agree with one another, and occasionally we do not uplift or care for our family relationships the way we intend too. No one is perfect. Yet regardless of our obvious and inescapable human faults we strive to come back to one another. It is frowned upon for us to hold grudges for too long without allowing for any chance at reconciliation. Protecting your peace is one thing, but making the decision to prioritize being right over being happy is considered cowardly and malicious. Scuffles do not last long and if they do we tend to try to forget that so and so is not speaking to so and so. Cody also raises another interesting point that, due to our imperative for meaningful and deep relationships, when friends are brought into the fold, they are treated no different from the family. Caretaking of our relations extends to anyone who comes into the space.  
So, a large part of it, of my personal Jewish identity, is celebrating with family, right, because that's what we've always done. And we have a large family. We have a large family on our side and a large family on the other side that we used to celebrate all the holidays with. And it's, it's a cause of really great memories, most of my life, you know, is the celebrating with family, the different Jewish holidays. After 12 or 13, my parents decided they weren't Jewish anymore. And they left the choice up to us. So, at that point, they basically said, do you want to study for your Bar or Bat Mitzvah? So, I was never Bar or Bat Mitzvah'd, because they left the choice up to us and we never studied for it. That being said, from that point on, I still identify as partially Jewish. There's still a lot of things about Judaism that I really love, and that I feel are part of me…And actually, I also study parts of the Bible, and I really like parts of the Bible as well. But that Judaism, from my childhood never really left in the sense of community, of holiday celebrations with family, of a core pillar of the current beliefs that I have are still very influenced by Judaism. I don't know if that's true to Judaism, but I've connected it. You know, like having such a large wonderful connective creative family. And you know, like, we bring strangers in all the time. Like, hey, you got friends? Bring em on! And then all of a sudden they’re family. We have like six friends that are just have been coming to stuff for like forever. Like I used to, James was like, I had a friend. I remember, I used to invite him a lot. And he was like, What do you mean, come to your house? Your family thing? That's weird. I was like, no, no, no, come on. They love people. It's great.
As children, our decisions are only partially ours. We are afforded a certain degree of autonomy that is shrouded in a larger gameplan that we don’t even know is underway. There are decisions we would not make if it was left up to us to decide what we want. For some children, when it came to the question of having a Bar or Bat mitzvah there was no inquiry. Come the day, we would be on that bimah (platform, altar, podium of the synagogue), prepared or not. Others were not made to undergo this rite of passage. Although Cody’s parents had decided to not be practicing Jews anymore, they left it up to their children to make that decision for themselves. However, if not encouraged consistently, Jewish identity rarely finds a lasting foothold in the diaspora. 
Cody’s folks took a different religious and identity trajectory than the remainder of my aunts and uncles. There are those in our clan who do not consider themselves to be wholly practicing Jews; however, Cody’s parents don’t consider themselves to be Jews at all, outside of their biological heritage. The Levinsons had always lived in Maryland when we were growing up. They eventually moved to the mountains of Virginia, about an hour away from Waynesboro, the ancestral holler of the Hyman clan. After that, everything seemed to change regarding my aunt and uncle’s religious affiliations. They are known in our family as the ones who decided to move up to the mountains, purchase firearms, and convert to a religion called Eckankar, Eck for short. Eckankar is movement of belief was founded in 1965 by Paul Twitchell.
It is no secret, although it has never been formally put into writing, that even the least Jewish amongst our kin were shocked by Jason and Ruthie’s departure from Judaism. Everyone in the family understands the need for spiritual exploration, and as Jews are encouraged to seek out the truths of other beliefs and ask questions of our own religion. However, any slight renunciation of the tribe and its history for another religion has caused, if not friction, misunderstanding. The question that was in the mind of most of my relatives was why leave a 3,000-year-old people and religion that have both stood the test of time, for what many in the family consider to be a 60-year-old cult? Things are never as simple as the initial question inquiry. 
They found something called Eckankar, or Eck, which is a different religion, but it still has roots in both the Torah and the Bible and believes in kind of a continuous relationship and connection with what the Torah would call God or YHWH or however you want to say it… they felt that that touched them a bit more…. It's essentially the light-- the religion of the Light and Sound of God which means that God is always trying to communicate with us and if we listen then it's out there.

When an Israeli does not call themselves a practicing Jew they are half lying. By simply existing in a majority Jewish nation, they are already eating kosher foods, exposed to Hebrew language and cultural milieu, living amongst the ruins of our ancient ancestors, and developing a sense of identity intrinsically linked to Judaism. When an American Jew decides to not prioritize their own Jewish identity, it might or might not trickle down to their children. Jewish identity has a chance to depart with haste because there is nothing else there to support it. However, children can renew the choice to consider themselves among the tribe, and actively seeks out experiences to support that choice. A large portion of Cody’s Jewishness is rooted in family tradition and relationships. These experiences were by far the most constant within Cody’s shared world as a Jew. Connection, staying in touch, and maintaining good relations within family life is a behavior we learn to prioritize by example. We witness our elders making strides to have relationships with even our most distant relations, inviting them to all the relevant family events and triumphs. These connections bridge across the generations providing an exposure to persons of varying ages, strengthening our opportunities for consistent connection. Wherever we go, there we are, even in the land of Israel. Our lineage is spread out over several different time zones and while we might not see some relations for many years, once a reunion occurs, the mutual feeling we all gather is that no time has passed. Yes, at certain points of our lives we are closer with certain members of the family than others, but this is precisely a subtext of Cody’s point. Given the fact that there are so many of us, there is never a time in our lives where we don’t find genuine human connection and relationships that ask nothing of us but an equal reciprocation of support. 
In his personal internal universe, another active portion of his identity is his absolute belief in our scriptures and texts. Although Cody does not read or speak Hebrew, he has a healthy fascination with our people as a nation and the culture and knowledge born from this history. As a Jew he considers Israel the manifestation of all we were taught to connect to during our childhood, and later found individualized meaning in as adults.
Despite the choices his parents made for their identity, Cody never saw the merit in relinquishing his birthright, and found intense connection to the country and belief system of our 3000-year-old heritage. “Birthright had raised its upper age limit for eligibility to 32 in 2017, to reflect what Gidi Mark, Taglit-Birthright’s international CEO, had said was a broader cultural shift of young adults delaying major life decisions like getting married and having children to later in life.”[footnoteRef:22] It has long been a practical joke amongst Jewish youth that one of the main aims of Birthright, a ten day all expenses paid trip to Israel for Jews of the diaspora, is to bring together Jews from all over the world with Israelis in order to forge romantic connections and diversify bloodlines. Those who marry Israelis tend to remain in Israel and raise Jewish families. Cody along with our second cousin once removed, Grayson, decided to capitalize on the extension before the pair passed the age mark:  [22:  Lapin, A. (2022, March 9). Birthright israel to lower its age limit back to 26. Times of Israel. Retrieved 2024, from https://www.timesofisrael.com/birthright-israel-to-lower-its-age-limit-back-to-26/. 
] 

I think I started that because he had missed it. And I knew he missed it. And I had missed it. And I think Bubbe, our Bubbe actually said, ‘Why haven't you gone to Israel?’ And I was like, ‘Well, I can't anymore.’ Somebody said that they had extended it to 30 or 31. And I was like, Yo, Grayson, neither of us have gone to Israel, and they just extended it. Let's go! And so, we did. We just made it happen, which is really— travel is wonderful. And I'm really interested in history, and the religious roots of it. And it was really cool to like touch places that like, when we were there, we got to touch like the stones in different places that are like two to 3000 years old, or whatever, that I guess it's 2.2 resolve 2.200 years old, which is really amazing. And I don't, I guess community was the reason because Grayson and I both were talking about going and the fact that we could go together was really wonderful. And then after going I--it's really, I'm really, really glad that I did. The people that we met in Israel are still some of my favorite people…. There's a lot of creativity in everybody that lives there pretty much that I met at least. And they're a lot more open to experiencing and listening to stuff outside of their own understanding, which I really think is wonderful. In the United States, we have come to this place where we kind of know what we believe, and we don't really listen to other people anymore. It's like, if you don't believe the same way I do, I don't want to hear what you have to say. But part of Israel is there, they're both creative and very interested in like, an Israeli would say, like, if you're here in the United States, and you voiced an opinion, they'd say you're stupid and wrong. But Israeli, is an Israeli, like I've had this conversation Michael a lot of times, and Israeli would say, "oh, that's one way to look at it. Okay." Okay. You know what, I mean, like, he's like, okay, that's your opinion. Maybe we should discuss other opinions about it.

Given Cody’s natural interest in history and spirituality his trip to Israel was all he could have imagined and more. It is very difficult to not have an innate appreciation for one’s Jewish history and lineage while touching the stones of the Kotel or seeing the archaeological ruins of the City of David. Thousands of years ago, our ancestors touched those same stones, walked the alleyways of the old city, and survived countless sieges. Being in the land of our people has a way of amplifying a connection we were taught to value throughout our lives. Cody was no different. He also expresses that this experience was particularly special because he got to do it with Grayson, the two of them forming new memories and making new connections with the other people on their trip. Cody made lifelong Israeli friends from his experience, one of the more rewarding outcomes of his birthright trip. He also found a home in the Israeli culture and spirit, which reflected what he most valued about his Jewish heritage, a proclivity for intense and broad discussion. Cody holds beliefs that the freedom of expression which at one time characterized the United States does not exist anymore. In Israel, he found more of what he believes should have never dissipated from American discourse, the acknowledgement and reflection of differing opinion.
All my first cousins were raised in Maryland. When I inquired about Cody’s experiences with antisemitism, or antisemitism prevention, there were very little incidents that he could recall. Cody mainly grew up between Baltimore and Washington, which had no short supply of Jews, arguably a greater amount than Virginia. Northen states tend to have more visibly Jewish environments, with several yeshivot, a greater amount of kosher food products, and it is not uncommon to run into someone with a distinctly Jewish last name such as Feldstein or Levinson. The only time that Cody experienced Jewish othering is when Uncle Jason and Tanta Ru had decided to purchase their cabin in Appalachia.
I mean, there were points in my life where my father said, don't mention your last name because of a place we were going through…. Around very southern folk maybe like when we, when we first went out to get property, when we were looking for like property down in Virginia, he was like, mayyyybe don't mention your name. I'm not really sure. You know? So…. But I would never, it was never an issue. And I've not noticed it since like, the first couple times we were like, worried about it. But they all turned out to be really nice folks where we have our property.

It is not our prejudice of gentiles that makes us believe we won’t be accepted if we reveal our semitic origins, but luck favors the prepared, and prior to meeting the family from which they were purchasing the cabin, Uncle Jason instructed Cody to not mention their last name. They didn’t necessarily assume these folks were going to discriminate against them for being Jewish, but neither could they be certain. 
There are many areas of Cody’s life that remain a mystery to me. I know more about him and his personal life through family gossip than anything else. I never understood Cody as a child or even a teenager, but as we both grew older and new avenues of exploration and intellect came into the fold, we were able to speak to one another more as individuals rather than family members. From this, I started learning more about how Cody thinks. Specifically, how he regarded his identity as a Jew, despite the decision of his parents to renounce Judaism. He is still a very spiritual person and does consider himself to be a member of the tribe within the capacity of heritage, belief, and scripture.  Yet this is not where his system of belief ends. Cody regards all sorts of religious doctrine and practice to as holding a truthful validity. “When I was in, I guess from, from 12, 13, 14, from like 14 to 28, or 26, I just started studying a bunch of different religions just to see what was out there and what I liked and what I didn't like. And I since then have landed on something that includes the Torah, the Bible, and a bit of Eck as well.” However, the way Cody thinks and speaks provides notes of his Jewish neshama (soul). He delivers his thoughts with a light and pensive air that stands firm in its conclusions but is not above being contradicted or accepting differing thought when it comes to living a good life and acting appreciatively.
While Cody ceased receiving a formal Jewish education at the age of 13, he kept up a personal interest in Judaism, in terms of religion and spirituality, enough to understand the intentions of the Torah as a guidebook for how to live a good Jewish life. Given the fact that Uncle Jason and Tanta Ru did maintain some form of spiritual belief through Eckankar, a religious movement that is founded on certain Judaic belief systems of principles, it makes sense that Cody would continue to place stock in “Judaism as the first part of a grand story of religion and spirituality.” Indeed, Cody does believe everything that was claimed to have occurred in the Torah, within reasonable limits. However, he is by far one of the more orthodox believers within our family when it comes to the more grandiose claims made in the five books of Moses. This differs greatly from other family members who focus belief and attachment to Jewish thought through the texts of interpretation that stemmed from the Torah such as the Mishnah or Talmud. 
When I inquired about Cody’s cultural or personal boundaries that stem from his identity as a Jew, he brough up a topic that I was not expecting. My sister is currently pregnant with her second child, a boy due in October.
Well, Jessi refuses to circumcise her child, and we're still fighting about that because Sarah doesn't want to circumcise either… Well, my Sarah doesn't want to either and Sarah brought it up and Jesse overheard her and then they both got on this train together about not circumcising children. And I think that you should, so I guess that one is one thing that I believe from Judaism… Both, I think both. I think medical and covenantal. Yes, I believe it strongly because of my Judaistic roots.

Over the past few months Cody and Jessi have been in a slight disagreement about the fact that she will not be circumcising her child. Cody’s current on again off again girlfriend Sarah feels similarly. One of the main points of contention between her and Cody however is their clashing religious beliefs and affiliations. Sarah is devoutly Catholic—like prays the Latin mass Catholic, does not believe in contraception Catholic, wants to have a minimum of nine children Catholic, and will not consider circumcising her child Catholic. She has expressed a desire for Cody to convert if they take their relationship to the next level to which he has expressly refused. On the point of circumcision, when I inquired why this point of religious right was important for him to maintain for his children and the remainder of the coming generations, he linked this to his Jewish roots as well as personal preference. Cody values his Jewish identity so much so that it has an effect on who he would choose to marry, or with whom he would consider building a family. The expectation to marry someone Jewish was never placed upon his shoulders directly. This was something Cody chose on his own and for himself, regardless of who would come into his life in a romantic fashion.  
Cody’s adherence to his Jewish identity came from a place of familial loyalty, enjoyment, as well as individual autonomy. There was never a time when he did not consider himself part of the family and therefore a Jew, and chose to educate himself as such independently of his parents. While there was no direct and consistent Jewish influence within his life passed the age of thirteen, Cody decided for himself what stood as a pillar of guidance and familiarity in his life. The more he expanded his knowledge of his cultural inheritance and its relatability to things for which he already held great interest the absorbance was natural. It fit him as an individual and was reinforced by memories and close kin relationships. Dakota Wolf Levinson was definitely at Sinai.  

















Chapter 3: 
Jessi












Jessica Howard Pennington is very skeptical of people. Coupled with crushing anxiety she is very untrusting of the motivations of others and unfamiliar environments. This is where her distaste originates for organized religion. The potential for encountering people with self-serving tendencies that prescribe to a mold makes it impossible for Jessica to put faith in any group that professes to have some. Her ability to be incredibly perceptive via skepticism is both a blessing and a curse. She sees everything. Disturbances in the field are magnified which places her defenses on high alert. She can tell when someone is being performative of good intentions. Her anxiety can’t handle being in the unknown. This can make her a very polarizing figure for some as she has no issue verbalizing or facially displaying her distaste. However, she can readily identify individuals who harbor nefarious intentions or weak codes of honor. Jessi has a soft spot for the indefensible and the innocent. This makes her good with kids and animals. She hates a bully, but sometimes it takes a bully to defeat another bully.
I asked my sister whether there was any Jew who had a positive influence on her life or her sense of identity? She answered no. Initially I asked her in relation to our family and the immediate community, then expanded the question to incorporate the entire world of Jewry. Her answer remained steadfast:
Yeah, family dinners were fun because I got to see my cousin's--or the holidays. But like the Jewish content wasn't like nothing was ever presented in a fun manner. It was so bone dry it's like you've lost me…Like show me some cool Israeli celebrities. Like maybe the Kabbalah bracelet, like give me something that I want to buy (chuckles). And then I'll pay attention to what it means. Like I just I don't know I was a visual person. I just hear a prayer book super boring. The whole thing is just boring…. It was so boring like for the love of Christ. And I don't like it when old people get snippy, like Uncle Alvin, like, 'those kids better be quiet' like, no, we're kids and we're being loud because you're fucking boring. Like, perhaps change your approach. Like I just can't I hate that kind of stuff. I really do. Like stop telling me to be quiet. If I was entertained, I wouldn't be wanting to talk. Like, it's your you know what I'm saying? It's like, why are you gonna go to the bathroom and like, sit on the toilet for 45 minutes? Because it's like, so boring.

Given the entirety of our history as a people, I found this shocking that there was not one single person from whom she drew inspiration or at the very least the respect of interest. However, when I consider her persona, she has never been heavily influenced by the opinions or expectations of others in her life. “It takes a lot for me to feel influenced by others.” Jessica refers to herself as a Pennington, not a Feldstein. The latter are concerned with how they are perceived by the outside world, treading lightly. The Penningtons, my father’s side of the family, do not care what anyone thinks or whom they offend. This did not make for healthy family dynamics. We have not seen our father’s parents in over ten years, and they live ten minutes away from us. 
However, when discussing with my sister where she believes the Feldstein tendency to not make waves originates and why they differ from the Pennington side of our lineage we traced it back to our great-grandfather. As an immigrant from Russia, Harry taught his children to blend into their environment, to avoid direct confrontation to avoid discrimination and the wide labeling of our people as immovable and foreign. Jessica does not function in this manner. “Someone making too much of a big deal to be accepted by everyone and their mother. It's okay if you're miserable as long as everyone else is happy. No fucking way, bro…. I'm the opposite…Bottom line is it's 2024. Again, I'm not an immigrant. And I appreciate coming from an immigrant. That's great. But we've sometimes got to unlearn some stuff. That's not doing us any good at all.”
Jessica does not attach meaning to her Jewish identity outside of her role as a mother to support her daughter Beatrix’s interest in Judaism. 
“I don't really have that much of an identity. The only reason I have any sort of identity is because B likes to do the Jewish stuff. If she didn't like to do it, then I don't think I would really…. Have much of an involvement. I mean, I would always be on like the side of someone who is Jewish, if someone was doing something mean, but I don't think I would really be going like she goes to synagogue, like we do Shabbat because she likes to.”
When I inquired if she considered herself to be culturally Jewish, she responded, “What does that mean? Like I like the food?” This is a valid response as most people differentiate themselves culturally different via their diets and the specified foods that inform their identity, and in the case of Jews centuries of incorporation food law (kashrut) into their diaspora diets. However, with the range of Jewish culture we have been exposed to as children and adults,  it says a great deal about what my sister places value on. Jessica needs nor wants anything outside of what it will take to sustain and protect herself and those she cares about.
She has no need to be part of a large Jewish community, and in fact rejects and dreads such a responsibility. In truth, she would rather buy a plot of land somewhere in flyover America and live out the rest of her days in isolation.
I mean, like, honestly, just sometimes I feel like Jesus Christ. I also don't like being part of communities. I like having like a set group of people who I can rely on and like, you know, I like going to work. I like hanging out with my work friends, but like, I don't want to be intertwined in the Jewish community. I don't want that type of responsibility. I don't want people calling me asking me, what am I going to bring to this? Like, I can barely keep myself you know? It doesn't bring me joy at all. So, it's like, why am I going to do it? Like, if someone really needed help? Of course, I'd help but I'm not gonna like sign myself up…But people think that you need this huge community. You really don't…less is more. Trust me, especially when it comes to human relationships.
While Jessi does harbor an appreciation for our family that aids her in raising her children and providing just enough human relations to make her life full, she does not seem to realize her world would be very different if our Jewish identity did not influence the way we prioritize and connect to one another. Judaism for all its texts and interpretations, emphasizes and instructs how we comport ourselves in various relationships: our relationship to God, to our fellow man, and of course to those we hold dearest in our hearts. Whether we like to acknowledge this or not (and my sister does not) we rely on the family a great deal. For Jessi, we (and others in the community) are the only one’s her anxiety considers trustworthy enough to look after her children when she is not present. When it came to the question of where Beatrix, my niece, would go to preschool the only option Jessi would consider was the Weinstein JCC. Both her and I attended the JCC preschool under the watchful eye of out grandmother, who worked there as a teacher’s aide for nearly 20 years. Jessica is familiar with the facilities and the staff, which made it the only acceptable place for her child. The Jewish nature of the institution did not influence her decision; this fact was inconsequential to her. The fact that the preschool does instruct the children in Jewish rituals and contains a Zionist bent does not even appear on her radar. Those exposures are a matter of circumstance, and if her child is safe and happy, she really “does not give a shit.”
Meeting our family expectations to lead a Jewish life depends on the health of our relationships to one another, our understanding. Fighting and arguments between my mother and sister were a common theme in our house growing up. Complete opposites in almost every way, my sister and mother rarely saw eye to eye in their perception of the world. There is very little understanding between them as people, even today, and while my sister acknowledges the help and opportunities our mother provided for her over the years she feels constantly judged by Marsha, and, in turn, reciprocates her judgement through a critique of the way our mother comports herself as a person, a Jew, and a mother. Jessica never felt seen by our mother and often forced to connect to Judaism with the prescribed rites of passage and responsibilities that she wanted no part of, and which didn’t hold a natural interest for Jessica as an individual. 
I just I feel like mom's Judaism doesn't really come from her own perception of things. She's so worried about how everyone else is doing stuff in the synagogue and being accepted by x, y and z, that she'll do whatever she thinks the most religious looking or most accepted person in the synagogue is doing because she wants to be like that. I just don't subscribe to that. Because I just a lot of the time I--Well, first of all organized religion, I don't really like on any level --It's like she's trying to sit with the cool girls all the time…she wanted me to do this and do that, because X, Y and Z's kid was doing that. And they were considered like, the most Jewishy like, you know, proper Jewish kids or something like that. And I was like, I'm not like that, you know? So, like, maybe if she would have like, looked at me as a person and stopped comparing me or comparing yourself to everyone else. We would have gotten a lot farther, but she didn't. And this is the outcome…. I didn't like it. I didn't like it because we were forced to go to synagogue on Wednesdays, and Sundays. It's like, there's just other stuff that I was more interested in that I would rather have been doing. And I just feel like that should have been nurtured.

Our mother thought that she could force Judaism onto Jessica, without considering how Jessi is best encouraged to learn and participate. Jessi still assumes that our mother does not like her as a person, which has discouraged her from considering our mother’s point of view when it comes to why she wanted us to be practicing Jews in the first place. However, neither of us was given options when it came to how we expressed our identity. Bat mitzvahs were non-negotiable rights of passage as was our presence in synagogue during the high holidays and other family and/or community events.  
Jessica has a taste for the finer things of life. Simply labeling her as materialistic does not encompass the necessity Jessica has for being in an environment of relative comfort and luxury. For my sister, luxury equals predictability. You know what you are getting every time. If the environment is not suitable for her needed requirements to absorb information she will not attune to the religious or spiritual affiliations surrounding her identity as a Jew. For most of our childhood, family Passover seders were conducted in the gathering hall at Carriage Hill, our Bubbe’s apartment complex. Both me and my sister hold fond memories from this time in our lives, Jessica for the reason of cleanliness and pleasing aesthetic choices. “Because you could look out onto the pool. It was like a water feature which was very relaxing and tranquil. And it was clean... And like you started in the cocktail room which overlooked the pool. And the library. Very cozy.”
When our grandmother moved to a retirement building at 5100 Monument Avenue the sentiments and pleasant experiences surrounding Passover seder abruptly ended for Jessica. The new location was not permeated by an aesthetic comfort which Jessica associates with her ability to immerse herself successfully in ritual and tradition. The Carriage Hill location also included ‘water features’ as Jessica describes the pool area and fountain which was visible from the dining room where we would hold the Seder. Since she was a baby proximity to water has always been equated with tranquility in Jessi’s mind. Whenever she was inconsolable our parents would turn on the shower and place her bassinet in front. The sound of the running water was the only thing that would settle Jessi. As a young adult her first choice for picking a college was the University Hawaii at Manoa. Jessica would live her life in a bikini if she could and if my parents were going to continue forcing a higher education into her life she might as well be in an environment surrounded by the one element from which Jessica has always drawn peace. 
If the Seder cannot provide aspects that naturally pique Jessica’s interest, the experience is more stressful for her than anything else. More than this, if the experience of the Seder brings nothing to the table but what we are meant to take away in a religious capacity, nothing disengages Jessica’s interest faster.
It's just like, not fun. It's like, even this last Seder, like Sammy did all the work, which I appreciate. But the clubhouse they chose was just, horrible. I don't want to hang out in that space. It's dirty. It's small. It's hot. There's no floral arrangements. And people are like, ‘well, that's not what it's about.’ Okay, great. But you know that people are gonna hang out in a restaurant longer if it's aesthetically pleasing…. if I'm hanging out there for five hours. That clubhouse was so dirty Leigh. Stop fucking pouring Manischewitz…I can't. It sounds snooty. But it's like I don't want to drink $4 bottles of wine all night. And I don't want it's literally they put two bottles of red, two bottles of white on a table not even on ice. It's so not appealing. Come up with the craft cocktail, call it 'when the Jews left Egypt' or something cute, The Exodus…And make it and make it with Israeli inspired ingredients like give me something…. The sea splitter! Like, how much fun would that be though? Like, I would want to go to Seder all the time if there was that type of creativity because I would be excited to be like, what's the craft cocktail this year? What sort of florals have we decided on like, what kind of cool new Israeli products are we featuring like, you know what it's like I don't want to go and eat overcooked potatoes.

Still, Jessica will show up and participate in the evening, but she will not be entirely engaged or satisfied because she sees very little relativity in our ancient tradition to who she is as a person in the modern world. “I'm sorry. I know it's tradition, this and that, okay, fine. But like, give me a little something else.”  
Jessica tends to avoid experiences that diverge from what she associates with creativity, luxury, or comfort. New environments with a low level of predictability and a high level of discomfort due to uncertainty are not where Jessica thrives. The right space is preferred by my sister for interacting with everything outside of herself. That includes family event locations, and any territory where we were required to interact or learn about our identity as Jews, particularly at the Temple Beth El Brown Religious School.
I mean, it wasn't aesthetically pleasing…It wasn't like it was a warm, inviting space that I wanted to hang out in. I mean, with fluorescent lighting, there were no textiles in there anywhere, the place had dead bugs in every corner. It was disgusting…. Yeah, it's just like, I that's what my whole my whole thesis project was for my master's was. Kids want to be in an aesthetically pleasing environment, and they want to make it their own. Like they don't, you know, just you can't put me behind a desk and a whiteboard with piles of dirt everywhere and expect me to focus. Like, I can't do that. I won't do that. And then like, my snack options, were from a vending machine like, no not gonna work for me? Not I…we never, it was just it was a shit show, we never got any time outside. It was It was horrible. It was horrible. It was it was like actual torture…. Well, I don't know, because I couldn't focus enough to make it to the content because I was watching spiders eat bugs, like, in the corners of the Hebrew school…. It was gross. So, I don't even know what they were saying. Because all I could focus on was the fact that I felt dirty. I'm tired. I'm hungry. Like you know?

The meaning of our presence in a place didn’t matter or couldn’t even be registered. My sister has always had a heightened sensory monitor for bad places and people. She cannot shut the world out; therefore, the world inadvertently controls her in a sense, urging her to express complete autonomy by building walls rather than subjecting herself to what her internal register perceives as threatening or otherwise an unenjoyable or self-depreciating experience.
The level of Jessica’s Jewish identity does not go further than her involuntary membership within our family. Her sense of self as a Jew is not linked to anything cultural, religious, or community affiliated, rather it is repulsed by those very aspects. Rather her whole entire universe is guided by her own person, the elements of life she considers acceptable and trustworthy. These elements consist mainly of those she loves and attaches some sense of her own self and the familiarity of a highly curated world she has created for herself to order to function. Jewish identity personally for Jessica is a consequence of her birth. She would never demand her children abstain from exploring their birthright, however, any direct encouragement, or rather forced engagement for Jessi when it comes to raising her own children as Jews is out of the question. They will be who they are, and if that includes the name Jew, so be it. 

















Chapter 4:
Benny










Benjamin Meyer Winkelmann has a BPM similar to Flight of the Bumblebee. His fast-flowing vocals are laced with a high number of tangents, all of them interconnected. Benny expresses his opinion with an extroversion that can speak to just about any living soul of the planet. Wherever Benny goes, there he speaks. Going back over his transcript was one of the more challenging tasks of this thesis. Even AI technology could not fully and effectively transcribe Benny Winkelmann on the first shot, nor could I. He will tell you that he cannot emotionally regulate. That his frontal lobe has only just now finished forming in his 27th year of life lending itself to an increase in Benny’s tangential style of speaking and a greater number of introspective epiphanies.  
Benny knows all the musicals, has seen all the shows, contains a breadth and depth of historical knowledge that creates an imagery of topics. He puts this full range of knowledge over his familial requirements. As a tribe we rely on Benjamin to act as an archive of information, a source tap for all things Jewish, legal or otherwise. He received a yeshiva education and therefore is our designated family Rabbi, and he regards himself as such. He is a conglomeration of energy and perspective, an intensity of character and vibration of frequency that it’s a wonder he doesn’t blow apart.
Jewish culture, from religion to family, was an anchored focus in Benjamin’s home. It was and is a fundamental aspect of who the Winkelmann children were, where they came from, who they were going to be, the family roles they would eventually inhabit, and most certainly who they dated or married. Although the greatest amount of knowledge came from the everyday interactions found through hashkafa (philosophy) or minhag (the unwritten customs passed down through generations of behavior modification). Each piece of Jewish culture filtered down from the tribes to the shtetl, and finally the Shenandoah valley, receiving a personalized rendition that could speak to each new generation. There are modifications made to the expectations of culture, but the presence of those who came before is never absent: “A lot of it came through the Jewish hashkafa which is like philosophy, I guess you translate it as a lot of old country Yiddishkeit that our parents got from their parents that they imported from, wherever they were in Eastern Europe.” 
The other half of Benny’s lineage and Jewish exposure is linked to the events and emotional trauma of Holocaust. Benny’s paternal lineage came from Romania, living and existing up until the late 1800s. Eastern Europe was relatively safe for Jews before the turn of the century. It was a time of great Jewish contribution and enlightened thought. Theodore Herzl was beginning to form his initial concept of Zionism in Vienna, and the communities throughout Europe displayed a minimal and acceptable level of antisemitism. Then everything changed.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Kevin P. Spicer, and Rebecca Carter-Chand. 2022. Religion, Ethnonationalism, and Antisemitism in the Era of the Two World Wars. McGill-Queen’s Studies in Ethnic History. Series Two. Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press. https://search-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.cul.columbia.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&AuthType=ip&db=e025xna&AN=3030938&site=ehost-live&scope=site.] 

Benny’s paternal ancestors left Romania and settled in France, a decision that would prove to be disastrous in just a few short decades. World War II began, and Hitler’s regime took Paris with relative ease. Benny’s great-grandmother, Mamoosh, was sent to Auschwitz and survived. Benny said: “The family lore is that her husband, where Winkelmann comes from, sold her out, and she was able to hide her kid, Giselle, my grandma, my dad's mom. You know, you come out of that experience really nice or an absolute just bitch, a really nasty person, you know, hating everyone, mistrusting everything-- and it's fair.” 
Benny carries fond memories of Mamoosh, the sweetest lady in the world with big chocolatey kisses. “That's the thing I remember. Gros chocolat bisous, she was like that. She gave me chocolates all the time…and then I would come and give her big chocolatey kisses. It's my only memory of this great grandma. And the numbers tattooed into her arm.” Benny does not have any memories of Mamoosh after the age of five. She died when he was fourteen. Mamoosh reflected the gregarious nature of some who survived the Holocaust and managed to not allow the experience to taint their view of the world. This is all that Benny remembers learning from his paternal great-grandmother. Although there is a deep and rich Jewish history to be had from the Winkelmann lineage, it is mostly unknown to their descendants. Benny’s main anchor of Jewish identity comes from his maternal family. Our grandmother’s father experienced a great deal of antisemitism in Lithuania, but nothing like the soul wrapping experience of the Jews of Western Europe. 
Mamoosh’s daughter Giselle, Benny’s grandmother, did not make it out of her war experience with a soft view of the world. “She was just horrible. I'm just besmirching her on this oral history. I don't know the woman very well. But I know she had a hard life.” At eight years old Giselle was hidden with a family somewhere in the remote countryside. Her mother managed to secure a deal where she paid the family to hide and care for her daughter. Once she was sent to Auschwitz and the money stopped coming the family began treating Giselle as a slave. Benny does not know the full extent of what happened to his grandmother, but there was a considerable amount of trauma. So much so that it distorted Giselle into a foreboding figure, a person with very little trust or empathy, even for those whom she called family. 
Giselle eventually married Benny’s grandfather, a name the rest of the family has never heard and probably will never know. “She married my grandfather. He was an under the floorboard’s kind of guy. He tells the story. This is all from my mom, but she told me that he said they came in his class when he was a kid and they made them pull their pants down, all the boys, whoever was circumcised, that's how they knew, and they write down who's Jewish. He was probably six years old.” The Winkelmann children retained their French heritage through these stories and language. Although Didier was a ghost to the family by the time we all entered our late childhood years, Adrienne still spoke French to her children whenever they required disciplining. This contributed to Benny’s sense of otherness as a Jew.
Another uniquely Jewish tradition is being an immigrant. And most Jews in the world have felt like an immigrant somewhere, wherever they were. And like, when you grew up Jewish in America, you don't feel like an immigrant, in some other places you do, especially for us that grew up knowing so much about the roots…that we are the descendants, it's not that far in our history…We're still being othered here…You feel like an immigrant, and you're born here. Also, on my dad's side, I'm first gen for him…We spoke French, it was so pronounced, being different, even more different. Because my mom yelled at me in a different language in the grocery store. And people were like, Oh, those crazy foreigners. It's just a totally--that adds to the experience, being something unique. When I went to school, a lot of kids were speaking Russian at home, or Hebrew, or, or whatever, because they were from different places.

To be a Jew is to rarely find a foothold of acceptance in most places outside the community. Even when Jews from the diaspora make our way back to Israel via the right of return, we return as immigrants to a culture and nation somewhat foreign to us. In Richmond, Synagogue was the only place we were required to wear a suit and tie, or dress and heels. In Israel, if you sport flip flops to synagogue you can be seen as potentially overdressed. There is an ease to being a Jew in Israel because it is ingrained everyday life. There is no need to jump barriers of difference or explain any portion of our identity at any time. There is no one asking us to be a representative of the entire Jewish community because we are the ‘first Jew they have ever met.’ Our level of American assimilation can make it difficult to find a place of acceptance even amongst our own people in Israel. In the diaspora, our being othered never goes away, and can inform how we speak and learn about our pasts, how Jewish we consider ourselves. For our maternal line, both Benjamin and the remainder of the grandchildren were expected to know and understand where we came from and how we got here, to honor those who sacrificed and suffered so that we could stand where do today, and benefit from the community. However, very few of us received the formal Jewish education that was required of Benny. Expectations of culture were placed on us both collectively and individually. Each one of our parents digested and disseminated the requirements of our heritage at varying degrees. For Adrienne’s children there was no question where their identity stood.
For Benny, a yeshiva education was never not going to take place. Even my own grandfather, Jerome Hersch Feldstein, would constantly remind Benny of “his aspirations” to be a pulpit, Rabbi. It filled a great number of our family members with a pride and relief that someone was learning how to be a Torah Jew. It made the rest of our stature as a Jewish family that much more palpable, and beyond that, reassured the generations on their way out that we would remain an active Jewish tribe. 
We all went to day school. All my cousins went to day school. I ended up choosing to go Yeshiva, and a large part of it because being Jewish at home is very important. And my mom loved it. She learned with us. She loved it so much. Me going Yeshiva. She wanted to learn what I learned…So when I was at Yeshiva, part of the reason was because after Zayde they were always like…'Yo, this kid, he's gonna be the one who we send to learn the Jew shit. And he's gonna be our guide. This is our guy. Like we're nominating someone for the family.

Alvin Lehman, Benny’s grandfather was the patriarch of our tribe in group settings. For each Passover seder, Uncle Alvin would be seated at the head of the table, conducting the Seder, and calling on family members to read passages from the Haggadah. Alvin was able to keep a family of persistent, loud talkers in order so that our Seder did not last over two hours. Excessive noise was something Uncle Alvin did not appreciate. Every shabbat dinner, when the time arrived to sing shabbat songs, an occasionally dreaded portion of the evening amongst the younger generations, Uncle Alvin would ask for us all to sit in silence. After the moment of silence has dissipated, Adrienne would leave the charge singing Bim Bam and the circus of loud and albeit off key voices would again ensue. Adrienne’s children sang the loudest. 
The trust and responsibility the whole family bestowed on Benny after Uncle Alvin passed was as a welcome rite of passage. It filled Benny with a sense of purpose and pride, however terrifying it could be at times to technically be considered the religious authority for the entire clan.   
I was happy to do it, because no one's asked me to be more than I wished to be. They've just asked me to help them along their journeys…It's been such a nice symbiotic relationship that I've never minded doing it. Sometimes it's very stressful in terms of you just don't want to mess it over for someone you know? You don't want to say the bracha wrong and like screw over their soul or some shit. So that's the influence. It's also beautiful and I'm so happy that I get to be the one to do it. Especially because I have the education, and I want to do it right. And when you want something done, you really do have to do it yourself. So, I don't mind.

Although Benny slipped into his family role and identity as Grande Rebbe with ease and enjoyment, he was not afforded as many options as the rest of the cousins to choose his own path in life. Even out of all our sons, and there are not that many, Benny was the only one who was adamantly encouraged to pursue a Jewish education. While Benny’s mother and the rest of her sisters all gave their kids leave to go to secular schools if they wished, most of their children opted for a Jewish education. Benny knew he wanted to go to yeshiva from the age of eight, and this wish was heavily supported by his mother to the point of obvious bias. “She only told me to go to the public school for the shadow day to just be like, ‘so you can know that you did the right thing.’”
Benny, like the rest of my generation, spent time within both worlds, Jewish and gentile. However, the split of time in his case rounds out to favor Jewish interaction than gentile acculturation and exposure. The majority of Benny’s social world and life-long friendships revolve around the entirety of the Richmond Jewish community, conservative and orthodox. The Jewish community of Richmond Virginia as Benny pointed out earlier is far too small for the barriers of difference to remain between the Jewish sects of Richmond. This is something he believes distinguishes the Jewish communities of the South vs. the North. 
It changed your experience in the sense of a small community, the othering, and then being religious in Richmond. We (the Winkelmanns) weren't religious, but the community is very tight. All those kids we’ve known…Three years old, I was friends the Aaron Kleschik. That's 24 years we've been friends. So, you have any friends of 24 years that you're not related to? 24 years! That's so much time. I'm 27 years old. I've known that child since I had a memory…You've spent so much time with these people that share history.
The wider Jewish community from conservative to orthodox raised Benny Winkelmann, giving him exposure to the entire spectrum of Jewish religious thought and custom. He wouldn’t have had it any other way. While Benny received a decent religious education, his othering as Jew and an American partially stemmed from the type of yeshiva he attended, a small school of only 40 boys. This added to the small size of the Richmond Jewish community left Benny with two feet out of both worlds, Jewish and gentile. He did not attend a yeshiva in a state with a larger Jewish population, and therefore more resources, information, and exposure. Up until the age of 14 he was not aware that the word yeshiva was a general term for a Jewish High School. 
I've never met another kid who I didn't grow up with or goes to my school, and there's not that many, there is 40 dudes in school. And these guys all get the experience. I'm thinking they're all going to small schools. Oh, no. They're big schools, big cities. And I said to someone like to you go to yeshiva, and he was like, Yeah, which one? And I was like, what do you mean which one? Yeshiva. And he was like, which one? I was like, it's called Yeshiva. And he's like, they're all called yeshiva dude, which one!? I didn't even know. I went to school there. And I had no idea.
Assimilating into another host culture is a task that requires no small degree of nuance. From a very early age, and particularly in Virginia, the children of my generation all understood where the affinity space ends and our othering as Jews began. There is a palpable switch within the interaction dynamics when we encounter someone who is or is not Jewish. As Benny elucidates, he wears the hat of token Jew whenever he finds himself being the only member of the tribe amongst a group of ‘goyim’. Yiddish words are a steady part of Benny’s regular vocabulary, punctuating a line of difference in a comical yet stereotypical manner. He would only use these words with those closest to him. For Benny, as well as many others in the tribe play into our Jewish characters as a fallback and a defense mechanism, the louder the persona and representation, the more comfortable we feel in ourselves because we have a role to inhabit, a place to fulfill with our otherness. 
It depends on if it's a crowd, that's like comfortable with me being Jewish. So, like, if my Jewish identity is something that like, I feel like I can bring up. Now, in those groups, or if it's something that's like I would bring up, sometimes it's like, advantageous. Just depends on who you're talking to. So, I definitely choose my audience. And then if it's an audience, where I am willing to tell them then it's a question of like, how much at the forefront would that be? So, like, are these other Jews? And then are we discussing Jewish topics in terms of like, cultural stuff that we both like shared? Or is it like, am I talking with Jews, like on religious things? Or like, I don't know, my buddies and I will talk about religious stuff like cuz, you know, you, you get inspired, I'll say, and you and you, you want to like, shoot the shit about this kind of like, existential type stuff, you know, I--upper 20s is like a, at some level, you're contemplating your own mortality, because you're not invincible anymore. And your frontal lobe grows in--that's what my girlfriend would tell me, she's like, I'm just--that she said, all this is just me realizing that I my frontal lobe is grown in but regardless, like, it's really a choose your audience kind of deal. So, you know, sometimes, you know, kind of it fluctuates…. But when I'm with those people (gentiles), it feels like a character more and when I'm with like, my friends or family, well, those are my friends. But like when I'm with like family, or like Jewish friends, it's less--It's more just like your extemporaneously like being that person and talking about it, because it's a part of all of your lives, rather than it being like what you bring to the group. Because you're with a bunch of people who just don't get it.

Benny raises an interesting point that this character is not necessarily even a character, but an uptick of his truest self, but further characterized. In a space of Jews, it is not so much a characterization as an honest representation. This speaks more to how the world perceives Jewishness rather than how we fit our identity into boxes and varying degrees of expression in particular contexts. Amongst the family it is who we are, how we were taught how to think, to feel, to inhabit space, and hold relationships. In Jewish spaces we know that despite our diasporic differences, there is a code of conduct that found its way from one book, the Torah, to multiple interpretations, both written and lived. Benny describes his conversations with his Jewish peers, fellow yeshiva boys, as existential. These boys were taught how to think Jewish. How to analyze from multiple perspectives, and with a considerable haste, lest someone else beat them to the punch of the midrash. 
They dive into the deeper contemplations of life with a greater ease amongst their own, without the shadow of caricature, contrary to being immersed in crowd as the only Jew and catering to the behavioral and anecdotal expectations of those who investigate your community and persona from the outside in. The canned diatribe of existing as Jews in the South means the overall community is closer, more affiliated across the varying sects of Judaism from Orthodox to Reform. “We're less of us and we're a smaller group and everyone doesn't like us, so we have to band together more. So that changes the experience. It's like being a Jew anywhere, where there's antisemitism, slash and even if it's not antisemitism, there's an 'othering'.”
While the othering was present for our family as Jews of the South, it was not the whirlwind of ducking our heads from avoiding physical or verbal confrontation. In Waynesboro, the othering was apparent but not dangerous. However, the othering of Jewish life in the South has never gone away, and in some places was swept under the rug. “The othering has been open. So, we've always had our own and no one's really complained so much. Or like, you've assimilated but you knew what you got going in, you didn't accidentally assimilate in the South. You assimilated by choice, because you had to choose to change things to join the group, the other group, and sort of leave things off.”
Assimilation takes place both inside and outside the Jewish home. As if to convince everyone else that we fit into the cultural paradigm of their world we must first convince ourselves. The assimilation in the home took place mainly on the dinner table. “It's funny the things you take on from them, you know, Jews sort of like it's in the food that we take on little things. So, you get fried okra, it's not something you have for Shabbat in most people's houses or string bean casserole, right? Our family has a string bean casserole. That's such a, I've never heard of Jews ever having string bean casserole. It's delicious. That's just Richmond.” Family brunches were served with a lox, onions, and mushroom frittata, bagels and a schmear, as well as a bowl of cottage cheese topped with apple butter. Baked apples were served as dessert, and coconut layered cakes stacked high at family shabbats and break fasts. Our family is considered conservative, just religious enough to uphold the minhag (custom) but assimilated enough to venture outside living our lives to the letter of the halakha (law). We have bar and bat mitzvahs but eat the occasional slice of bacon and will not be disowned if we bring home a goy (gentile man) or shiksa (gentile woman) as our affianced.
The other portion of our osmosis into the world outside our community and family shtetls had a great deal to do with how our reputations were perceived. In a gentile world, optics and the position of the community in larger society matter for Jews. How we comport ourselves, act in public, and consider ourselves part of and submitted to the fabric of our diaspora nations. We have codices of law dedicated to this very concern.[footnoteRef:24] According to Benny, yeshiva boys the world over developed a common joke for comprehending that when Jews, or Jewish men, go out into the world, their actions can trigger othering for the whole of the community, often leading to antisemitism. When Jewish men step out into the world, they are regarded more so than women as representatives of their community. They don more visible indications of Jewish heritage, such as a yarmulke or tzizis and carry the semitic names of our forefathers. Benny explained, “we would joke, like you go to the Kotel with your mom. Yalmie Up! You go to Shul with your grandparents have a great experience. Yalmie up! Kids Bar Mitzvah? Yalmie Up! You go to East Jerusalem to get a falafel. Yalmie Down. You're gonna go pee in an alley when you're out at the bar in Miami. Yalmie down.” The Epsteins, Weinsteins, and Maddoffs of our community not only did horrific unforgivable things to human beings, but they also created a bad image for American Jewry. The actions of one, big or small, is a comment on the stature and tone of the entire community. We become ‘those Jews’ rather than ‘that one Jew.’ [24:  Rakefet-Rothkoff, Aaaron, and Aaron Rakefet-Rothkoff. “Dina D’Malkhuta Dina — The Law of the Land in Halakhic Perspective.” Tradition: A Journal of Orthodox Jewish Thought 13, no. 2 (1972): 5.] 

The concern for how the Jewish community is perceived from the actions of a few community actors is a standard that is taught from cradle to coffin. We are told to not draw attention to ourselves. When we overhear or are addressed with antisemitic comments, we are told to ignore bad behavior. You cannot talk calculus with someone who doesn’t comprehend algebra our mothers would say. Still as representatives of the community, and particularly for the sons, there is an expectation to always behave, never draw attention to oneself, and strive to create a positive image of Jews in the mind of outsiders. 
This principle is taught not only inside the home but within educational structures as well. Benny recalls during his yeshiva tenure having to display an absolute sense of control over his actions and a cordiality that was not required of gentile secular schools.
When you go with a Jewish school wearing a yarmulke to the museum, oh, my God, it was like a whole thing. They know we're Jewish, they treat us differently. And if you went anywhere with the school, you see other groups, we had to be so well behaved. I mean, they were so upset if we weren't well behaved. And you see other groups of kids and the kids are terrible, and they would let them come back. If we weren't good, they wouldn't let us come back. They're like those Jews, those Jewish kids, they're terrible. And we all had to write thank you notes, handwritten fucking thank you notes. Every time we had a field trip anywhere. Every single kid…They have to know we appreciate this, or else there is antisemitism.
Thank you notes hold a high regard in the South as a sign of good breeding. This is one of the cultural cues we learned to assimilate. Going the extra mile to avoid unnecessary and unwarranted hatred was a staple of Benny’s childhood as a visible Jew. He didn’t mind. Despite our generational othering, we still strive to be thought of in a positive manner. We don’t need to be fully accepted, we just want to be left alone, which requires not standing out. Being taught to assimilate from our relatives, peers, and the larger Jewish community of Richmond is how we maintain our peace and acceptance of our otherness. 
Benjamin Winkelmann was always going to be exceptionally Jewish in every form and facet of expression. There was no leeway when it came to how Adrienne Winkelmann raised her son and the rest of the family expectations for Benny to assume a leading role in the cementing and implementation of his role as the spiritual and religious patriarch of our entire family. Outside of these expectations that Benny took to like a fish in water, he truly does enjoy his Jewish identity. He enjoys it for the merits it has provided him over the years: the support of a large and connected family, a methodology for life that relies on extensive questioning, and a one of a kind community that has stood the test of discrimination and the forced evolution of culture that time demands. 
















Conclusion
If I am honest with myself, it would take over a dozen interviews and years of writing to reach a satisfying conclusion as to the future of my family, not only as Jews, but as a collective of individuals thrown together by fate and blood. The one perspective I have gleaned from the beginning of this journey is that our collective and individual Jewish futures (however those expressions of identity form and live) depend on how we view one another as people. 
Charles Davis interprets feeling as “both intelligent and visceral…Feelings are spontaneous responses; they are a stirring of our intelligent, spiritual, embodied affectivity toward whatever is presented to it.”[footnoteRef:25] What informs each person’s intelligent, spiritual, or embodied affectivity can in fact be partially defined by others, as we rely on our family, parents, siblings and peers to aid in our exposure to things we like or dislike. We however make the choice as to what remains in our personal circles of interest and disgust. If our relationships between certain family members are soured, say between a mother and her child, the identity or values a mother might try to teach her child will fall on deaf ears if not outright rebellion. If the relationship is good the lessons might be absorbed as the parent intended. [25:  Charles, Davis, Body as Spirit: The Nature of Religious Feeling (The Seabury Press, 1976), “Feeling as the Human Response to Reality,” pp. 6-7. 
] 

Outside of the influence of those we start out in life relying on for interpretation of situations via their own feelings, over time our autonomy starts to take over, our own development of feeling. When it comes to the exposure of Judaism and the family expectations that align with that lineage, for various family members their feelings towards such an identity were mostly positive, associated with positive memories. For others, it was a source of constant contention, rejection, and discomfort. 
The feelings we have towards what connects us to our Judaism is everything when it comes to the question of identity propagation. Jewish identity must be analyzed through the personal as well as the collective. The portions of identity that older generations are attempting to pass on are constantly filtered through an individuals embodied and spiritual experience. Spirits are as varied as the bodies they inhabit. Unseen worlds that differentiate every person on the planet. This particularity finds expression in the intimate narratives of why my family displays variations of acceptance and rejection of our shared heritage. Parts and pieces of what connects or ostracizes a person from their Judaism depend on more than just what they are exposed to, but rather if they can link the vast with the intimate.
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